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COMMENTS OF THE WEATHER CHANNEL

The Weather Channel respectfully files its comments on the
Notice of Inquiry in the above-captioned proceeding.1
I. BECAUSE OF ITS UNIQUE NATURE, THE WEATHER CHANNEL SERVICE IS

ALREADY ACCESSIBLE TO THE HEARING-IMPAIRED.

The Weather Channel has been in business for nearly 14 years
providing local, regional, national, and international weather
information including current conditions, forecasts, and
important severe weather bulletins. Since 1989, The Weather
Channel has served as a distributor of evacuation and emergency
shelter information associated with natural disasters and

weather-influenced technological hazards such as toxic chemical

' In the Matter of Closed Captioning and Video Description of
Video Programming, MM Docket No. 95-176 (released December 4,
1995) .



spills and nuclear power plant emergencies. Emergency officials
use the service to advise the public when it is safe to reenter
evacuated regions. The American Red Cross, American Lung
Association, U.S. Forest Service, Federal Emergency Management
Association, and many others have cited the life-saving value of
The Weather Channel programming. We take our public service role
very seriously and are committed to providing essential weather-
related information tc all consumers.

The Weather Channel is a graphically intensive 24 hour
weather information service. Our goal is to communicate weather
forecasts and information in a manner that can easily be
understood by consumers. We have two main programming
components: 1) national product (which includes some regional
information); and 2) local product (which also includes some
regional information.) Pictorial examples of both our national
and local products are attached to these comments. Because our
presentation of information is highly wvisual, consumers can
easily view our service without the audio and still clearly
understand the content.

Our national product communicates with graphs, labels,
and/or scales which in essence "caption" our entire product. 1In
fact, the addition of closed captioning to our programming would
block important information on our maps and graphics which would
not be in the best interest of the consumers. Based upon our

tracking of viewer complaints over the years, map blockage (even
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by our on-air talent) has been one of our viewers' primary
concerns.

Through the use of our proprietary technology, The Weather
Star®, The Weather Channel delivers thousands of local forecasts
simultaneously. We trigger a graphic device at each cable
headend which is inserted into our national feed. This local
product (which airs six times per hour) is 100% text and graphics
which clearly depict the impact of the current and forecast
local/regional weather on the viewer. The audio consists
entirely of a music bed with no voice-over. Results from
research conducted in December 1995 clearly showed that some
consumers preferred no voice during the local forecast. 1In fact,
some said they would turn our sound off if we added
meteorological voice-overs.

The delivery of severe weather bulletins is of the utmost
importance to The Weather Channel. Through the same technology
which delivers the local product, severe weather bulletins
containing potentially life-saving information are sent to
viewers within seconds of the time they are issued and are
scrolled in text form followed by an on-going crawl containing
the severe weather information. There is no audio support for
these essential messages. All viewers can easily read and
understand the information.

Because of the unique nature of The Weather Channel
programming, there is no reason to impose closed captioning

requirements on our programming. In fact, as noted, carriage of
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such captioning information would likely reduce the value of our
programming to consumers by blocking graphical elements that are

an integral part of our service.

II. THE COMMISSION SHOULD EXEMPT TEE WRATHER CEANNEL FROM CLOSED
CAPTIONING REQUIREMENTS BASED ON THE ECONOMIC BURDEN WHICH
CLOSED CAPTIONING WOULD IMPOSE ON THE WEATHER CHANNEL.

A closed captioning requirement would impose a significant
ongoing economic burden on The Weather Channel. At a minimum,
the audio for The Weather Channel's national programming feed --
which contains primarily live ad-1libbed content from the
meteorological expertise of our on-air talent -- would have to be
captioned in real-time by "steno-captioners." This is a unique
skill different from a typical stenographer. According to Tom
Apone, the Director of Operations of The Captioning Center,
steno-captioners require an average annual salary of $50,000
(plus benefits). Based on our 24-hour, seven-day-a-week,
operating schedule (assuming that a steno-captioner could do 4-5
hours live per shift), we would need 12 steno-captioners totaling
$600,000 per year in salaries alone. Further, we would need two
caption work stations ($1,000), two Personal Computer's (%$4,000),
captioning software ($12,000), keyboards ($3,000), EEG Smart
encoders ($12,000) and monitors/headphones ($1,000) for a total
of $33,000 in equipment. Training requirements would add related
costs over a six month training period.

Perhaps the more significant impact of steno-captioning is

the two second delay for the resulting data stream. Our network

001856.01 - 4 -



uses an automated system for data dissemination which requires
real time data. Although we are unsure as to the precise amount
of the costs associated with the integration of delayed data into
an automated real time system, such costs would be, in the best
case scenario, substantial, thereby imposing an even greater
economic burden on The Weather Channel.

Since the Telecommunications Act of 1996 authorizes the
Commission to exempt from closed captioning requirements
"programs, classes of programs, or services" based on such
economic burdens,2 The Weather Channel respectfully requests that
the Commission exempt it from any closed captioning requirements
which the Commission may adopt.

Such an exemption is especially warranted given that, as
demonstrated above (and as depicted in the attached
illustrations), the nature of The Weather Channel services
ensures the availability of essential weather information to all
viewers, including the hearing impaired, without the need for

closed captioning.3

2 See 1996 Act, § 305, adding new section 713(d) to the

Communications Act of 1934, as amended. The House Report to the
1996 Act specified that such an exemption should be granted using
the information collected during the instant Notice of Inquiry
See House Report at 114.

3 The Weather Channel is sensitive to the needs of the hearing
impaired. Though our special taped presentations are not the
core of our on-air product (airing only 3 or 4 documentaries per
year in their entirety with segments of these shows now running
every Saturday and Sunday at noon), we have been using closed
captioning for these programs since 1988.
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CONCLUSION

The Weather Channel already ensures the availability of
essential weather information to all viewers, including the
hearing impaired, without the addition of closed captioning. In
light of this capability and the economic burden that would be
imposed on The Weather Channel by a closed captioning
requirement, we respectfully request that the Commission invoke
its authority under new section 703(d) of the Communications Act
to exempt The Weather Channel from any closed captioning

requirements that the Commission may adopt.

Respectfully submitted,

THE WEATHER CHANNEL

%W/fmé

Stanley Hunter

The Weather Channel

Executive Vice President - Programming
2600 Cumberland Parkway

Atlanta, GA 30339

March 15, 1996
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